1 Background
DESCRIPTION OF THE PROBLEM
Today, women's empowerment is considered an essential component of international development and poverty reduction. The concept of women's empowerment has gained increased attention over the past two decades. This concept first held international prominence at the International Conference on Population and Development in Cairo in 1994 and then again at the Fourth World Conference on Women, Beijing 1995. But the central role of women in development originated during grassroots movements occurring years earlier.
The international conferences at Cairo and Beijing announced to development agencies the shift from thinking of women as targets for fertility control policies to acknowledging women as autonomous agents with rights. By 2000, the United Nations was including women's empowerment and advancement as a central part of their agenda (UN Women, 2000) . As a result of these conferences, a broad assessment of women's empowerment throughout the UN system was undertaken. Specific examples of the types of assessments that were made include the process of assessing the different implications of development planning on women and men and integrating poverty eradication strategies into programs for women (African Women's Communication and Network, 2010) .
While these landmark events helped shift resources and ideologies towards women's role in development, the emergence of women's empowerment as a central concept in development was the result of earlier grassroots movements aimed at empowering disenfranchised communities with women playing a central role.
Grassroots organising included the formation of self-help groups, which became the central ground for women's activism and participation and helped to shape the changing development landscape.
The concept of the self-help group as a catalyst for change in poor countries is based on the self-help approach pioneered in India in the early 1980s. It emphasises high levels of group ownership, control and management concerning goals, processes, and outcomes. It has been argued that the very process of making decisions within the group is an empowering process and can lead to broader development outcomes such as the greater participation of women in local governance and community structures (Mayoux 1998) . For example, in case studies of women's cooperatives in rural Nigeria and rural India, women engaged in cooperative activities appeared to be better off, in terms of productivity and economic wellbeing than non-cooperative members (Amaza 1999 , Datta 2012 although issues of selection bias must be considered.
As these smaller groups became successful, larger umbrella organisations emerged with the goal of harnessing the energy of smaller groups and advocating for the rights of the poor and of women on the global stage. One excellent example of an umbrella organisation is the Self Employment Women's Association (SEWA), which was launched in the state of Gujarat, India by female garment workers who first met in a park to discuss their working conditions and eventually organised into a trade union. This project, which was launched in 1972, has transformed the lives of thousands of women and their families (Narayan, 2000) .
Following the global recognition of the critical role of females in poverty reduction strategies, a wave of microfinance programs and other livelihood support interventions were implemented worldwide specifically targeting rural women and women's self help groups.
The basic assumptions undergirding these income-generating group programs are that giving women access to working capital can increase their ability to "generate choices and exercise bargaining power as well as develop a sense of self-worth, a belief in one's ability to secure desired changes, and the right to control one's life" (UNIFEM, 2000) . Self-help groups of women are suggested to facilitate these goals through the formation of social capital and mobilisation (IFAD 2003).
DESCRIPTION OF THE INTERVENTION
Self-help groups (SHGs), also known as mutual aid or support groups, are small voluntary groups that are formed by people related by an affinity for a specific purpose who provide support for each other and/or are created with the underlying assumption that when individuals join together to take action towards overcoming obstacles and attaining social change, the result can be individual, and/or collective empowerment. SHG members typically use strategies such as savings, credit or social involvement as instruments of empowerment.
The types of SHGs that exist in developing countries are numerous and can include economic, legal, health and cultural components. This review will focus on self-help groups that offer women a collective finance, enterprise and/or livelihoods component. Collective finance and enterprise can include savings and loans, group credit, collective income-generation and micro-insurance. Livelihoods interventions can include life skills training, capacity building, business training, financial education, labour and trade group organising.
HOW THE INTERVENTION MIGHT WORK
Many different perspectives, definitions, measures and outcomes have been associated with women's empowerment. The growing literature presents many different definitions of empowerment and no one definition seems to be universally accepted. Much of the research agrees that empowerment is a process and an outcome that can occur at multiple levels and within different dimensions. After the ICPD conference, the UN released a paper on empowerment that delineated five major components:
1. women's sense of self-worth;
2. their right to have and to determine choices;
3. their right to have access to opportunities and resources;
4. their right to have the power to control their own lives, both within and outside the home; and 5. their ability to influence the direction of social change to create a more just social and economic order, nationally and internationally.
One of the more comprehensive and broadly cited definitions is from a study by Kabeer (2000) , which states that empowerment is "the expansion in people's ability to make strategic life choices in a context where this ability was previously denied to them; a process that entails thinking outside the system and challenging the status quo, where people can make choices from the vantage point of real alternatives without punishingly high costs."
The theory of change that will guide this review is as follows:
Figure 1: Economic Self-help Groups and Empowerment Casual Pathway
Based on the literature, we hypothesise that women's participation in economic and livelihoods SHGs will enable women to gain access to resources in the form of credit, training, loans or capital. Consequently, these women will experience an increase in income, savings, and/or loan repayments. In addition, participants will be exposed to group support and will accumulate social capital. As a result of group support and social capital, women will experience increased feelings of autonomy, selfconfidence and self-efficacy. With both an increase in financial stability and an increase in feeling of self-confidence, participants will be able to make meaningful life choices and their patterns of spending and savings will change. As a result of these changes, women may experience an increased ability to transform their choices into desired actions, which would lead to the emergence of economic political, social, and psychological empowerment outcomes (Eyben, Kabeer & Cornwall, 2008) . However, it is also possible that these changes will increase tensions within households and communities, which will lead to disappointment, stigma and domestic violence.
Numerous factors can modify the pathways described above. For example, we know from the literature that empowerment can occur at the individual and collective levels (Eyben, Kabeer & Cornwall 2008 Studies have also shown that increasing women's monetary contributions to the family without also taking into account the upheaval this may cause with respect to expected gender and domestic responsibilities can lead to increased household tensions and decreased emotional well-being for women (Ahmed 2005; Ahmed & Chowdhury 2001 ). Short and long term backlash tendencies are therefore important to consider when examining the impacts of self help groups on empowerment.
WHY IT IS IMPORTANT TO DO THIS REVIEW
In reviewing the impact of self-help group programs on women's empowerment, we base our review on the understanding that a great deal of evidence has been generated from quantitative and qualitative research, much of which can be useful in informing policy and practice. Several systematic reviews addressing related topics have been identified in the literature:
Impact of Microfinance on Poor: Maren Duvendack and colleagues (2011) review the evidence of the impact of microfinance on the well-being of poor people. The authors found minimal and mixed evidence that microfinance improves economic wellbeing but felt limited by the lack of rigorous impact evaluations on microfinance. A systematic review by Ruth Stewart and colleagues (2010) on the impact of microfinance on poor people in sub-Saharan Africa came to similar conclusions, stating that from the evidence they included in their review, microsavings appeared to be more beneficial for clients that microcredit. The authors called for more rigorous evidence on the impact of micro-savings programs. In a more recent review, Ruth Stewart and colleagues (2011) reviewed whether microcredit, micro-savings and micro-leasing serve as effective financial inclusion interventions enabling poor people, and especially women, to engage in meaningful economic opportunities in low-and middle-income countries. The authors found mixed results once again. In some cases, micro-credit and micro-savings reduced poverty but not in all circumstances or for all clients. They also found that there was not enough evidence to say that microfinance interventions targeting women exclusively are any more successful that those for both men and women.
Microfinance and Women's Empowerment: A forthcoming review by Vaessen and colleagues analyses quantitative studies that examine women's control over household resources as a result of microcredit programs. The authors identified many study on this topic but most were methodologically weak and therefore they could not support a causal link between microcredit and women's empowerment.
The reviews above are restricted to microcredit interventions and do not comprehensively review and synthesise the evidence on the impact of self-help group interventions that include collective finance, enterprise and/or livelihoods components. In addition, the reviews have a limited focus on empowerment outcomes and do not comprehensively cover a range of key empowerment outcomes such as decision-making within households, feelings of self-confidence or autonomy, or the ability to work outside the home. Vaessen's review is the only review with an explicit focus on women's empowerment. However, the review does not focus on self-help groups, covers microcredit interventions only and does not synthesise empowerment outcomes other than women's control over household resources.
We plan to look at quantitative studies evaluating the impact of self-help group programs with a broader range of collective finance, enterprise and livelihoods components on political, economic, social and psychological empowerment and qualitative studies of women's perceptions of the barriers and facilitators to women's empowerment through these interventions. We intend to conduct an integrated mixed-methods review in order to benefit from data generated through both types of research methods and to enhance the review's utility and impact for policymakers. As Harden describes, "mixed-methods systematic reviews can be defined as combining the findings of 'qualitative' and 'quantitative' studies within a single systematic review to address the same overlapping or complementary review questions." This approach allows us to capture a broader range of evidence than a traditional review of quantitative studies so that we can more comprehensively answer the policy question.
Objective of the review
The primary objective of this review is to answer the following two research questions:
1. What is the impact of women's economic self-help groups on women's individual empowerment in low and middle-income countries? 2. What are the perspectives of female participants on factors determining their participation in, and benefits from, economic self-help groups in low and middle-income countries?
A secondary objective of this review is to revise the theory of change that describes how women's economically-oriented self-help groups lead to women's empowerment using evidence drawn from both rigorous quantitative impact evaluation studies and qualitative studies of perspectives of female self-help group participants.
Methods

CRITERIA FOR INCLUDING STUDIES IN THE REVIEW
Participants
• Women of all ages in low-and middle-income countries, as defined by the World Bank categorisation of low and middle-income countries based on GDP, at the time the data were collected.
• Exclude studies of interventions in high-income countries.
• For the purposes of this review, we will include women's self-help groups and self-help groups where participation is not limited exclusively to women but where impacts on women are assessed separately from men.
• Studies where impacts are not disaggregated by gender and self-help groups composed exclusively of men will be excluded.
Interventions
Type of women's self-help group programs
We will include studies on self-help group programs where female participants physically come together and receive a collective finance and enterprise and/or livelihoods group intervention.
• We define self-help groups, also known as mutual aid or support groups, as those groups that involve people who provide support for each other and/or are created with the underlying assumption that when individuals join together to take action towards overcoming obstacles and attaining social change, individual, and/or collective empowerment can result.
• We plan to examine those groups that have been initiated by an external agency (that is, a development organisation or research group) as well as those that have come to existence without any direct external involvement.
• To be included, the self-help groups need to receive an economic intervention that includes or contains the following components: collective finance and enterprise 1 (such as savings and loans, group credit, collective income-generation, micro-insurance) and/or livelihoods interventions (such as life skills, capacity-building, business training, financial education, labour and trade group organising). 2
• We will exclude studies evaluating individual self-help or group programs that are not explicitly designed as self-help programs or that do not have a collective finance, enterprise or livelihoods intervention component. In addition, a forthcoming Campbell review (Vaessen et al. 2012) analyses quantitative studies that examine women's control over household resources as a result of microcredit programs. We plan to look at both qualitative and quantitative studies evaluating microcredit self help group programs but will exclude outcomes included in their study (micro-credit self help groups evaluated quantitatively using "women's control over household resources" as an outcome) from our analyses so as not to overlap with this review.
Outcomes
Primary Outcomes
To be included in the review, studies must measure at least one of the following empowerment outcomes, as defined below 3
• economic empowerment :
The studies must use at least one relevant outcome indicator. There is a broad range of outcome indicators that have been used to measure economic, political, soci0-cultural and psychological empowerment outcomes in the empirical literature. We will include all outcome indicators that meet the definitions of our outcomes. The included outcome measures will be organised and analysed along the causal chain in the review. Conceptually similar indicators will be combined.
Economic empowerment: We define economic empowerment as the ability to access, own and control resources. It can be measured in a variety of ways, using outcome indicators such as income generation, ownership of assets and land, expenditure patterns, degree of participation in paid employment, division of domestic labour and control over financial decision-making. We will include all studies measuring indicators of economic empowerment, but will only meta-analyse outcomes that are sufficiently conceptually similar.
Political empowerment:
We define political empowerment as the ability to participate in decision-making around access to resources, rights, and entitlements within communities. This can be measured using indicators such as awareness of rights or laws, political participation such as voting, the ability to legally own land, the ability to legally inherit property, and gain leadership positions in government. We will include all studies measuring indicators of political empowerment, but will only meta-analyse outcomes that are sufficiently conceptually similar.
Social Empowerment:
We define social empowerment as the ability to exert control over decision-making within the domestic sphere. Measures can include women's mobility or freedom of movement, freedom from violence, negotiations and discussion around sex, control over choosing spouse, control over age at marriage, family size decision-making, and access to education. We will include all studies measuring indicators of social empowerment, but will only meta-analyse outcomes that are sufficiently conceptually similar.
Psychological Empowerment:
We define psychological empowerment as the ability to find the power within oneself to make choices and act upon them. This can be measured using outcome indicators such as self-efficacy or agency, feelings of autonomy, sense of self-worth, self-confidence or self-esteem. We will include all studies measuring indicators of psychological empowerment, but will only metaanalyse outcomes that are sufficiently conceptually similar.
These indicators can be measured through household surveys, validated scales, structured closed-ended questionnaires, in-depth interviews, focus groups, and personal narratives.
Aggregate level empowerment outcomes such as women's right to vote, legislation against domestic violence, inheritance law, female literacy, female child survival and so on, will be excluded from this review.
Secondary Outcomes
Spillover effects from women's self-help group participants to non-participating women in the same communities.
Adverse outcomes (for example):
• Intimate partner violence
• Stigma
• Disappointment
Study Types
To answer our review question, we will include component studies that have the following study designs:
• Objective 1: We will include the following study designs: 1) experimental designs using random assignment to the intervention and 2) quasiexperimental designs with non-random assignment (such as regression discontinuity designs, 'natural experiments' and studies where participants are self-selected into the programme). To be included, the studies need to: 1) collect data at baseline and endline (longitudinal) and/or cross-sectional (endline) data from treatment and comparison groups and 2) use statistical matching, difference-in differences estimation, instrumental variables regression or other forms of multivariate analysis (such as Heckman's selection models) that correct for selection bias. We will include data collected at individual and group level. For interrupted time series, at least three data points need to be collected before and after the intervention for the study to be included. Comparison conditions eligible are no comparison, pipeline or 'business as usual'.
• Objective 2: We will include qualitative studies that explore empowerment from the perspectives of women participants in self-help group programs using such methodologies as in-depth interviews, participant observation and focus groups that draw on such techniques as phenomenological analysis, grounded theory, or ethnography. These studies must report individual narratives from women and must include discussion of factors that determine women's participation in, and benefits from, economic selfhelp groups.
We will exclude studies that have the following design:
• Objective 1 and 2: studies that do not contain one of the empowerment outcomes.
• Objective 1: quantitative studies without any type of observable comparator (for example, time or control group) and credible methods of correcting for selection bias as outlined above. Single group pre-post studies will be excluded.
• Objective 2: qualitative studies that do not employ the defined methodologies listed above or that do not draw from direct observation or direct reports from female self-help group program participants.
SEARCH METHODS FOR IDENTIFICATION OF STUDIES
Electronic searches
The literature search will occur in two phases. Phase 2: Phase two will consist of reviewing reference lists of included studies and searching through studies that have cited the included studies for additional resources, conducting supplemental keyword searches using identified program names and locations, and contacting key experts for additional information.
In the second phase of the search, we will conduct a supplemental keyword search in google.com based on leads generated by the search described above. For example, if a search identifies an article mentioning (but not evaluating) a self-help group program through an MFI institution in the Philippines called Tulay sa Pag-unlad, Inc. (TSPI) which reported a dramatic increase in women's role as funds managers in their households, a search of google.com and google.scholar will use a search of "Tulay sa Pag-unlad Inc" and several keywords to determine whether there is additional information on the program that may include evaluation information relevant to the analysis.
We will also search the grey literature for dissertations, theses, government reports, non-governmental organisation reports, and funder reports including:
Search Engines (limited to the first 100 hits ordered by relevance): IDEAS/RePEc Another search component in phase two is to review the citations of all included studies and contact the lead authors or corresponding authors from the included studies with the request that they review the list of studies and make further suggestions for consideration, particularly for unpublished studies.
A record will be maintained describing the databases searched, the keywords used, and search results.
Search terms
The following search strategy will be used to search databases and will be adjusted to fit the diversity of search options available for each database. After discussion and consultation with content experts and search strategists, we will include general keywords around the outcome of interest in our search strategy. We aim to examine studies that intended to capture empowerment as an outcome. In this way, the interpretation of a phenomenon as an empowering experience originates from the primary researchers who are closer to the group and participants under study. We believe that this strategy will more accurately represent the evidence base on the impact of self-help groups on empowerment and reduce misclassification bias of our outcomes. 
Search
Time period
• Include studies conducted from 1980 -present, since the emergence of selfhelp group programs began in the early 1980s.
• Exclude studies that were not conducted within this time frame.
DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS
Selection of studies
In the first stage, two team members will independently review titles and abstracts or executive summaries (where available) and exclude all references that are clearly irrelevant. Duplicate references will also be excluded. Disagreements about inclusion will be resolved through discussion. If no agreement can be reached, a third independent member of the team will be used to resolve the disagreement.
In the second stage, two team members working independently will apply the specified inclusion/exclusion criteria to the remaining abstracts and determine whether the study should be included for analysis. In the case of a discrepancy between the two reviewers' assessments, the case will be discussed with a third team member for a decision. Where necessary, the full text of an article may be retrieved to determine eligibility of studies for inclusion.
Data extraction and management
Two team members working independently will extract information from each study included in the review. Both team members will use a pre-piloted data extraction form and summarise data in a table. Disagreements in coding will be resolved through discussion. If no agreement can be reached, a third independent member of the team will be used to resolve the disagreement. Study, group, outcome and effect level data extraction and coding forms will guide the data extraction (Appendix 8.1).
Assessment of risk of bias in included studies
Two independent reviewers will assess quantitative study rigor using a published list of criteria, developed by 3ie, to assess risk of bias in social experiments and quasiexperiments (Hombrados and Waddington 2012). The critical appraisal tool will assess the likely risk of the following biases:
1. Selection bias and confounding, based on quality of attribution methods (mechanisms of assignment/ identification), and assessment of group equivalence 2. Performance bias, based on the extent of spillovers to women in comparison groups; 3. Outcome and analysis reporting biases 4. Other biases, including:
a. unit of analysis errors b. detection bias and placebo effects c. motivation and courtesy biases (Hawthorn effect; John Henri effect) d. coherence of results, e. retrospective baseline data collection f. other biases.
We will judge whether a study is subject to high/medium/low risk of bias for each of these risk of bias categories using the following decision rules:
For review question 1:
Studies will be critically appraised according to the likely risk of bias based on: 1) the quality of attribution methods (addressing confounding and sample selection bias); 2) the extent of spillovers to women in comparison groups; 3) outcome and analysis reporting bias; and 4) other sources of bias. We will assess risk of bias among these domains using the decision rules in the IDCG risk of bias tool. In addition, the following classifications will be made according to their respective definitions:
Low risk of bias: appropriate and clearly described selection of participants, measurement of exposure and outcome variables, use of design and analytical methods to control confounding; low risks of spillovers or contamination; low risk of outcome and analysis reporting bias.
Medium risk of bias: inappropriate or unclear use of one of the following: selection of participants, measurement of exposure and outcome variables, use of design or analytical methods to control confounding, assessment of risks of spillover or contamination; medium risk of outcome and analysis reporting bias.
High risk of bias: inappropriate use of two or more of the following: selection of participants, measurement of exposure and outcome variables, use of design or analytical methods to control confounding, assessment of risks of spillover or contamination, high risk of outcome or analysis reporting bias.
Unclear risk of bias: unclear description of any of the following: selection of participants, measurements of exposure and outcome, study design or analytic methods to control for confounding, assessment of risks of spillover or contamination.
We will report risk of bias assessment for each included study, conducting sensitivity analyses by overall risk of bias classification and, where sufficient studies are available, for each risk of bias domain.
For review question 2:
We will assess the quality of included studies using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme Qualitative Research Checklist (CASP, 2013), making judgments on the adequacy of stated aims, the data collection methods, the analysis and the conclusions drawn. The checklist can be found here: http://www.casp-uk.net/wpcontent/uploads/2011/11/CASP-Qualitative-Research-Checklist-31.05.13.pdf.
The results of the quality appraisal will be reported in the review and we will conduct a sensitivity analysis to assess how sensitive our findings are to the removal or addition of studies of varying quality (Noyes et al., 2011) .
Measures of treatment effect
Where possible, we will calculate standardised mean differences (SMDs) for continuous outcome variables, and risk ratios (RRs) for dichotomous outcome variables. Treatment effects will be calculated as the ratio of, or difference between, treated and control observations in a consistent way, such that outcome measures are comparable across studies. Where it is not possible to calculate SMDs, we will calculate response ratios, which measure the proportional change in an outcome in the intervention group relative to that in the comparison group.
Methods for handing dependent effect sizes
We will include only one effect estimate per study in a single meta-analysis. Where studies report multiple effect sizes by sub-group, we will report data in separate analyses or compile estimates prior to meta-analysis by calculating a single sampleweighted average effect size for each study, using appropriate formulae to recalculate variances and standard errors and making covariance assumptions as necessary (as per Borenstein et al., 2009 and the Cochrane Handbook Chapter 16).
Unit of analysis issues
Where the unit of analysis is different from the unit of treatment allocation (that is, where the unit of allocation is by group but the unit of analysis is at the individual level), we will assess whether the primary study authors have taken clustering into account in the analysis and use the adjusted standard deviations. For studies with a risk of unit of analysis error, we will apply corrections to the standard errors and confidence intervals using the variance inflation factor as follows:
where m is the is the number of observations per cluster and ICC is the intra-cluster correlation coefficient. If information about cluster size is not reported, we will estimate cluster size by dividing the total number of participants in each analysis (or the total number of participants if former not available) by the number of clusters. If the data for estimating the ICC are not available, we will estimate the ICC values for the corresponding outcomes using published ICCs from other studies reporting the same or a similar outcome measures (Waddington et al. 2012 ).
Dealing with missing data
If the necessary data to calculate effect sizes are not available in the included studies, we will attempt to contact the authors of the studies. If missing data cannot be retrieved from authors, we will extract or impute effect sized based on commonly reported statistics such as the t or F statistic or p or z-values using David Wilson's practical meta-analysis effect-size calculator. We will discuss the likely impacts of missing data on the review findings in the discussion section.
DATA SYNTHESIS
We intend to conduct an integrated mixed-methods review in order to benefit from data generated through both types of research methods and to enhance the review's utility and impact for policymakers. An integrated review has three stages: 1) a summary of quantitative effects, 2) a summary of relevant qualitative pieces, and 3) a synthesis of both summaries that 'goes beyond' the primary studies and generates new interpretations or hypotheses (Harden 2010 , Thomas 2004 . We plan to conduct a meta-analysis with the data extracted from quantitative studies, and use meta-synthesis methods to synthesise the textual data extracted from the qualitative studies. We will then integrate the findings from the qualitative synthesis with those from the quantitative studies in order to develop a framework for assessing how economic self-help groups can impact women's empowerment.
The extracted data from the quantitative and qualitative studies will be analysed separately.
Quantitative Synthesis
We will investigate the possibility of statistically combining results from two or more quantitative studies of comparable self-help group programs with the same evaluation design and the same outcome variable through a random effects metaanalysis of effect size estimates. We will judge studies to be sufficiently similar to be combined in a single meta-analysis if there are two or more studies available where:
1. the interventions are judged to be sufficiently similar 2. the effect sizes can be computed 3. the outcome measures are judged to be sufficiently similar in terms of construct validity (that is, measuring the same outcome construct, though potentially measured in different ways)
Where possible, we will report and synthesise effect sizes separately for women's self-help group participants and neighbouring women who might indirectly benefit from the intervention, to assess the extent of spillovers.
Different effect size measures (that is, standardised mean differences and risk ratio effect sizes) will be analysed separately. Different study designs will be analysed in the same meta-analysis initially but a sensitivity analysis will be carried out to assess whether the type of study design moderates the effect size findings. We will present the meta-analysis results using forest plots.
Where meta-analysis is not possible, we will synthesise the studies using narrative synthesis. Using this method, we will report and take into account sample size and magnitude of effect when interpreting findings and present the direction, magnitude and statistical significance of findings, using effect sizes where calculable as well as the sample size and risk of bias.
Assessment of heterogeneity
When meta-analysis is possible, we will explore heterogeneity across studies using the I-squared statistic and tau-squared (τ 2 ).
When meta-analysis is not possible, we will explore heterogeneity narratively.
Investigation of heterogeneity
We will use sub-group analysis to explore factors explaining heterogeneity using the following moderating variables:
• type and number of intervention components
• type of group initiation (by external agency vs. no direct external involvement)
• geographic location.
We will use inverse-variance weighted ANOVA to examine each listed moderator in turn.
When meta-analysis and subgroup analysis is not possible, we will discuss reasons that might explain heterogeneity of results narratively.
Sensitivity Analysis
We will perform a sensitivity analysis using an inverse-variance weighted ANOVA approach according to the following effect size moderators:
• Overall risk of bias classification
• Risk of bias status for each risk of bias category (where sufficient studies available)
• study design (RCTs vs. quasi-experimental studies)
If meta-analysis and weighted ANOVA sensitivity analysis are not possible, we will separately analyse findings from RCTs and quasi-experimental studies and describe methodological factors that might moderate the effect size narratively. We will separately analyse findings with high risk of bias and studies with low and medium risk of bias.
Assessment of publication bias
We will assess the possibility of publication bias using funnel plots if sufficient data is available. If this is not possible, we will conduct sub-group analysis of published versus unpublished studies (using inverse-variance weighted ANOVA if possible).
Qualitative Synthesis
Qualitative analysis will consist of a thematic analysis, which is an iterative process where researchers will discuss the emergent themes from studies and determine how they are related, or dissonant, through a compare and contrast exercise. Key concepts will be translated within and across studies, and will result in a new interpretation of those themes. This process will result in a nuanced level of understanding and iterative conceptual development focused on the empowerment process.
The meta-synthesis of qualitative studies will follow the Walsh and Downe (2005) framework. Thematic analysis techniques will be used to synthesise qualitative study results. The studies will be read repeatedly to extract the concepts, categories, metaphors and themes used to describe or interpret the accounts provided by the women interviewed. The emergent themes will be discussed extensively among the research team and the studies will be reread to consider any evidence that could be refuted (Noblit and Hare, 1988) . Discussions between team members will help to build consensus on the themes.
Integrating findings from quantitative synthesis of effectiveness with qualitative synthesis
To integrate the findings from quantitative and qualitative synthesis, we will conduct the synthesis of effects along the causal chain and use the findings of the qualitative synthesis to "interrogate" and/or complement the quantitative synthesis. The information from participants gathered through qualitative investigations will be used to understand whether and where any causal chain links break down in our theory of change. In other words, findings from the qualitative synthesis will describe, explore and help interpret both the nature of the empowerment and the extent to which women experienced empowerment. For example, while a quantitative assessment of a micro-finance self-help group program may find that women participants reported an increase in decision-making power within their households, qualitative findings may describe what types of decisions women had more power to make and how that affected their perception of their lives or selfimages. Or the qualitative findings may indicate that although women reported more decision-making power, they perceived a backlash from their community and felt more isolated than before. The mixed methods review allows information gathered using different methodologies to inform, enhance and supplement each other. The findings from the integrated synthesis will be used to revise and improve our theory of change using information extracted from the included studies and provide insights about the nature and utility of the measures used to capture empowerment, with the aim to synthesise the evidence produced by both bodies of research in order to capture the state of the evidence for the impact of self-help groups on women's empowerment. 
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